MEDI A ARCHAECLOGY AS METHOD OF RE/ SEARCH | N PARALLEL LI NES ( MEDI A
ART, ACADEM C MEDI A THEQCRY)

[Rough notes of a statement on occasion of the panel discussion "Search for a method" with Inke Arns, Wolfgang Ernst,
Jussi Parikka and Siegfried Zielinski, conceived and moderated by Timothy Druckrey as part of the transmediale.12
"In/compatible" symposium, February 5, 2012, Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin]

In/compatible? Media Art and academic research

Re/search as method

A new kind of media historiography?

Media archaeology as method a) in academic research, b) in artistic practice and c) as active media operations
Intermezzo: Bismarck's voice

In/compatible media tempor(e)alities

In/conpatible? Media Art and academ c research

Pl ease do not expect theoretical comrents on works of art here
fromny side. My verbal |anguage can not aptly describe the
el ectronic circuitry and the algorithnms which are at work there.

This statenent will be about in/conpatibilities: between artistic
nmedi a aesthetics and academ c nedia theories, between nedi a
ar chaeol ogy and technol ogi cal nostal gi a.

Media artists have a "radar systeni (MLuhan) for the detection of
new trends in techno-aesthetics thensel ves, rather parallel than
directly dependent on acadenic di scourse. Both develop in

i ndependent ways.

It would be just a dreamto assunme that nedia theories have a
direct inpact on artistic production - except a few cases |ike
Marshal | MLuhan, Vil ém Flusser and Friedrich Kittler. New nethods
are rather induced by the very denom nator which is shared by
nmedia art as well as by media theory: nedia thensel ves.

Let us put enphasis on the differences ("in/conpabilities") rather
than the happy alliance between nedia art and academ c research.
Bot h practices are co-existent; both nethods converge: the art of
academ c research on the one hand, "research art" on the other.
Bot h open nedi a-theoretical insight.

Re/ search as net hod

Let ne start with a coment on the working title of our panel

di scussion. Al over the current transnedi ale.12, we can notice
that a conceptual awareness of material and informational

di sruptions within the so-called digital culture is vibrantly
present. In fact, nedia archaeology is not afraid of such nedia-
epi stem c discontinuities and does not snooth themin favor of
soft wvariations.

Apparently, neither academ c nmedia theory nor nedia artists have
to search for a new nethod, they have already found it by what
nmedi a archaeol ogy by its very nane declares as its essenti al

nmet hod: re/search, that is: dis-covering what has been already
there, but nore or |ess hidden or sublimnal. Different fromthe



ut opean vi sions which have dom nated the first generation of nedia
art, precise re/search corresponds with the literal nmeaning of the
Latin terminventio: that every invention is as well a re-
invention (in German: Wed/Erfindung), undiscovering the "al ways-
al ready-there".

For exanple, the Berlin-based nedia artist Jan-Peter Sonntag
together with an advanced nmaster student of nedia at Hunbol dt
Uni versity, Sebastian Doring, will soon perform (tentatively in
public, in the Baroque tradition of the theatrum anatom cum a
qualified anatony of late Friedrich Kittler's self-built

el ectronic nmusic synthesizer. This will not be a destruction of
the artefact but its un-covering, a literal de/construction, un-
eart hi ng know edge about the machine and its author at the same
time - material herneneutics.

A student of Media Studies (Master curriculum, Christian
Schliebs, installed of a viable three-di nensional canmera obscura
in a gallery room (Sur | a Montagne, Torstrasse) at Berlin, called
Sl aMera Cbscura (July 9/10, 2011). If Schliebs'" know edge and

epi st enol ogi cal awareness (such as Platon's cave netaphor) of the
canmera obscura may have been a direct result of his university
courses he attended to, the actual art installation |leads to

i nsights which are not primarily based on academ c speech and the
printed text but on the physical experience - true "nedia
theatre". The artistic installation explicitely served as a
critical question addressed at the generation of Youtube-based
digital natives!l. The project report by Schliebs, though, takes the
cl assical formof the textual argunent. Academ c nedia theory
brings out the epistenological surplus which is dormant within
nmedi a technol ogi es; know edge needs to becone explicit in order to
becone reflective, and this primarily takes place in the nmedi um of
verbal text - the classical cultural technology as practiced in
universities. Different fromthat |ogocentristic explication of
know edge, there is inplicit know edge (Pol yani) which stays in a
kind of |latency (very archaeological) within the nedia; artistic
practice can evoke this inplicit epistemé to create affective
forms of insight. But both academ cs and artists nust be "tuned"
in the right way (frequencies) to be able to "resonante”" with that
know edge.

By interfacing art & science, let us not |Iook for a harnonic
alliance, but work out the differences - the in/conpatibilities.
The commrercial industry of human-machine interfaces tends to erase
t he human/ machi ne difference by creating the illusion of an

i mredi ate "dialogue"; let us rather learn fromthe differences.

The new "method” is not restriced to academ c or artistic
research, but is perfornmed by recursive machines thenselves. An
exanpl e is the Mandel brot fractals which all of the sudden showed
on the conputer screen the Gestalt iterations which could never
have been di scovered by endl ess |lines of calculation in synbols on
paper by human mat hematicians. In case of sound, sonographic
software is able to anal yze acoustic articulation in ways which
synbolic nmusic notation (the score) never could do. Another case:
The Detectors as devel oped by Shintaro Myazaki and Martin Howse
sonify the hidden el ectromagnetic rhythns which surround us in

1  Project report SlaMera Obscura. Ein begehbares Lochkamerakino (January 6, 2012) by Christian Schliebs,
referrring to a notion coined by Marc Prensky



everyday el ectronic devices, thus revealing the al go-rhythm cal
even nusi cal character of inernal mcro-processor activity.

Such practice has been present in Wise7: the in/conpatible
| aboratorium |l ocated at the transnedi al el2 venue i n Haus der
Kul turen der Welt, Berlin.

A new ki nd of nedia historiography?

Medi a archaeol ogy is not aimng at at new history, not even at new
"stories". Media archaeol ogy does not narrate, because machi nes do
not tell stories, they count. Al gorithm cs precedes narration.?

In fact, Jean-Luc CGodard chose to change his mediumfromwiting
to video editing when creating his Hi stoire(s) du C nema as an
artistic attenpt of nedi a archaeography in a non-textual way. And
M chel Foucault's Archaeol ogy of know edge has not just been

anot her nmethod in how to conceive the history of culture and
technol ogy, but nore challenging, it still is a vibrant
chronopoetics, an alternative to the discourse of history itself.
Medi a hi storiography and nedi a archaeol ogy, to a certain extent,
are in/conpatible in the nost productive way; they are
fundanmental ly different approaches to the tenporal |ayers of
technol ogi cal nmedia and their human conditi on.

Manuel DelLanda imagines a future "robot historian" to wite the
retrospective archaeol ogy of current nmedia culture; in fact, it is
essential to media archaeol ogy as nethod to take (or simulate) the
techno- mat hemati cal point of view of the nedia thensel ves. Mdia
ar chaeol ogy as academ c nethod is perfornmed by humans; but there
are cases where the nedia thenselves all of the sudden actively
beconme the archeol ogi sts of past signals and data, be it

numerical, texts, acoustic or optical.

When Sanuel Beckett's one-act drama Krapp's Last Tape was
performed in 1959 on the theatre stage, the nmain protagoni st was a
magneti c tape machi ne re-playing the human actor's voice from
years ago - veritable "nmedia theatre". That |eads to non-

nmet aphori cal acoustic research, an archaeol ogy of the voice as
performed by the technical nmediumof recording and re-play itself.

Wi |l e conventional nedia historiography as synbolic organi zation
of cultural tinme tends to priviledge linear stories of the type
"from abacus to conputer”, let us instead diagrammatically inmagine
non-linearities and anachronistic re/turns. The so-called
"digital" does not sinply energe after anal ogue, that is: signal
recording nmedia |ike the phonograph or wirel ess radio but has been
there already: in telegraphy with dots and dashes, and above all,
wi t h al phabetic witing.

In April 2012 the chair of Media Theories at Hunbol dt University
wi |l organi ze a workshop on the archaeol ogy and future becom ngs
of the anal ogue conputer. Anal ogue conputing is not just a dead
end in the history of cal culating machi nes, but the nethod of

"t hi nki ng anl ogue"” remains a genuin alternative to algorithmc
nuneri cal data processing. A Dutch nusic conposer, Hans Kul k, w |
denonstrate how to generate nusic on an anal ogue conputer, thus

2 Lev Manovich, in: The Language of New Media, notably differentiates databanks from narrative.



rem ndi ng of the sisterhood of anal og conputer and nusi cal
synt hesi zer (his conposition North-Wst, Decenber 2002).

Academi ¢ nmethods remnd us that the nedia-artistic inpulse is not
just a passive product of the current nedia sphere (or "nedia
ecol ogy", as expressed by Marshall MVLuhan), but actively assists
in dis-continuing former practices which hinder us to think the
new ones. Progranmm ng video streans is different fromrecording
el ectronic images; algorithmc art is different fromthe direct
mani pul ati on of matter, and new nedia tenporalities create a
chronosphere of itw own, not exclusively subjected to the
contextual time of discourse in which they are enbedded. Video
artists |like Nam June Pai k have articul ated nedia tenporality and
materiality, transcending sinply tine-based performances (like
theatre) towards an archaeol ogy of tine-critical processes, i. e.
nmedi a practices where mcro-tenporal action is decisive for the
success of the event at all

Both in artistic and academ c nmedi a archaeol ogy the tenporal

di nensi ons and recursions of technol ogies has been a grow ng
subject. The tine axis nmanipulation in the nedia installation The
I nsi vi bl e Shapes of Things Past (1995-2007) by Joachi m Sauter /
Dirk Lusebrink (Art + Com Berlin) spatializes the tine-based
sequence of cinematic franes into scul ptures of novenent, mnaking
The Shape of Tinme (George Kubler) actually tangible.

Medi a archaeol ogy as nethod a) in acadenmic research, b) in
artistic practice and c) as active media operations

To avoi d m sunderstandi ngs: Media archaeology is n ot just a
nmet apher for digging out material know edge of technol ogi es past,
and it can n ot be reduced to unearthing "dead nmedi a" as once
descri bed by Bruce Sterling - although this in fact is one of its
driving conponents. Once | have kindly been asked to contribute to
A Col l ection of many PROBLEMS. Extracted out of th eAncient and
Moder n Phil osophers: As, SECRETS and EXPERI MENTS in | nformaticks,
Geonetry, <...> Wereunto is added, DEAD MEDI A, edited by Garnet
Hertz (Edition Two, Tel harnonium Press, California, 2010). In fact
| sent a segnment of netal "recording wire" which once was used for
el ectromagneti ¢ sound recording, a kind of mmenonic hair once
wound around a reel. But the nedi a-archaeol ogi cal point is not in
the artefact itself but in its operative coupling with the "field"
it needs to be literally enbedded in. A stripe of punched Mrse
code (which | found inserted in a previous edition of this

Col | ection) m ght now actually be re-inserted into a reading
mechani sm whi ch can deci pher the | atent nessage. The piece of wire
nost probably magnetically stores a voice or piece of nusic
recorded decades ago; when inserted into a working Wre Recorder
(re-activated, maybe, froma technical nmuseumor fromthe Media

Ar chaeol ogi cal Fund at Humbol dt University), one mght all of the
sudden perceive voices from bodi es which probably have passed away
al ready. This experience is not about dead nedia, but about nedia
as being undead - a latency wainting to be processually acti vat ed.
There is an untineliness of nedia which is incorporated here.

When sinply exhibited in a museum an ol d Edi son phonograph is
dead matter indeed, a cultural artefact but not a medium Once an
Edi son cylinder is played on it, Enrico Caruso's voice m ght be



heard, however noisy. Only when in operation a technical device is
really in its nmediumstate, a "nediumin being" (parallel to the
British navy expression of ships in mlitary operation, a "fleet
in being"3), and then something radically present takes place.

Medi a-i mredi acy is ahistorical by its signal processing (and hunman
perceptional) nature. Watching an old anal og video from Paik's
days nakes us phenonenol ogi cally experience radical presence -
which is the affective power of such nedia.

On 1st of February, 2012, Gernman Deutschl andfunk radi o announced
that the voice of the German chancellor Gtto von Bi smarck has been
re-di scovered - fromand as nedium In fact, different fromthe
early nmorni ng newspaper report on this discovery, the nediumradio
could actually performwhat it tal ks about and re-play the

Bi smarck voice file.4 The radi o comrentator remarked on the signal-
to-noise ratio of this record: "Das Lauschen und Rattern der
Tonwal ze ist lauter als das, was der Reichskanzler sagt." The
material glitch here is the nmessage - signalling the nedia
tenpor(e)ality of non-historical voice nenory.

The a posteriori of media art?

For sure, technological nedia are in the nost direct way products
of human culture. But as already noticed by MLuhan (referring to
Samuel Butlers science fiction novel Erewhon), nachines have
emanci pated in the neantine. Man | ags behind; inplicit media
knowl edge is ahead of a current user practice. That is why the
"content"” of a new nmediumis always sinply the previous one. As

i ndi cated by Ginther Anders in his book on Die Antiquiertheit des
Menschen which carries the archaeol ogical nmonent in its title:
Humans are bel at ed when conpared with the possibilities dornant

wi thin technol ogi cal products (the inverse nmedi a archaeol ogi cal
potential). |Is art, since the age of technol ogical reproduction,

| aggi ng behi nd, when nedi a thensel ves becone the agency of
artistic production so that the artist is just the "shepard" of
hi s technol ogi cal objects (Objekthirte, as expressed by Anders)?

| therefore do not classify "nedia art" as a separate category in
nmy personal files, but rather attach the single pieces within
their technol ogi cal context, such as Carsten N colai's
sonifications of electricity under "oscilloscope". "Sonic" del ay
| ines were devel oped for short-tine storage in early digital
conmputers (Turing's ACE) first, before this hybrid technol ogy was
re-di scovered in Yun-Chul Kims nedia art installation Hello
Worl d! (once presented at Ars Electronica in Linz, having been
devel oped at the Acadeny of Media Arts, Col ogne). And Paul de
Marinis' artistic re-invention of archaic forns of phonographic
sonification has been antici pated by Edouard-Léon Scott de
Martinville's "Phonautograph” in the 1860s - as if the archive of
nmedi a- ar chaeol ogi cal artefacts with its therein enbedded inplicit
know edge i s always al ready one step in advance of nedia art as
anammesi s of these |ayers.?>

3 Areminder I owe to Bernhard Siegert; see his contribution to: TRANSIT Innsbruck (Hrsg.), On the Air. Kunst im
offentlichen Raum, Redaktion: Heidi Grundmann / Nicila Mayr, Vienna 1993

4 Combining the printed report with the option of listening to the voice (by activating the sound file) is the Internet
platform. See Spiegel online: "Tonaufhahmen vom Reichskanzler",
http://einestages.spiegel.de/static/topicalbumbackground/24306/so_klang bismarck.html

5 See Anthony Moore, Transactional Fluctuations 2. "Reflections on Sound", in: Siegfried Zielinski / Eckhard Friilus



In/conpatible nmedia tenpor(e)alities

Medi a archaeology - in agreenent with Siegfried Zielinski's
approach - on the one hand is providing a deep tenporal dinension
to current nedia practices. But this deep tenporal dinension is
not necessarily of a historical kind - which is the meaning of
artistic critique of the concept of nedia history.

The arché in "archeol ogy” is not orimarily about origins in the
past, but about dis-covering principles, the rules that govern
nmedi a operativity both as hard- and as software, as commandnent
(in the Derridean sense®f). Archaeol ogy as the "begi nning" of our
techno-condition is an active conmand, execution in the software
sense, of orders, procedures, patterns and routines. Thus nedi a
archaeol ogy is the analytic reduction of conplex techno-

mat hematics to the essentials. To take an exanple: the current re-
turn to Assenbly programm ng | anguage which is close to the

machi ne; here mat hemati cal operations becone material .

Gregory Barsam an's nmedia art installation The Scream (1988),
presented in the exhibition Vom Funken zum Pi xel (Cctober 2007
until January 2008, Martin-G opius-Bau Berlin, curated by Richard
Catelli), is inspired by early ani mati on techni ques previous to
the intention of cinenmatography proper (such as the Zoetrope or

t he Phenaki st oskope) and at the same tinme inits material
installation is a rem nder of the difference to pixel-based noving
i mages.

Anot her exanple is the long-tinme ("Bergsonean") photographic
exposure of theatre performances by Aljoscha Begrich, Lucas Fester
and Jo Preulll er, exhibited under the title of Flichtige Totale in
t he Deutsches Theater, Berlin, April 2005.

The I n/conpatible transnedi al e. 12 synposi um deals with voluntary
or involuntary break-downs and di sconnections, reversals and

het erogeneities of media culture in order to re-articul ate and
explore "new forns of transversal materiality and tenporality”

( Exposé).

I ndeed, "Precedents for our own digital concerns m ght be found in
technol ogi es as recent as 30 or 100 years ago" (the announcenent
of professor Rabinovitz' faculty research sem nar The Usabl e Past:
Hi storical Perspectives on Digital Culture (sunmer term 2000 at
The University of lowa, Cbermann Center for Advanced Studies). But
this is exactly the kind of historical anal ogismwhich as a nedia
archaeol ogist | feel obliged to oppose to, since it is exactly the
di scontinuity between the classical and the digital nedia age

whi ch has, scientifically and aesthetically, to be confronted and
to be cognitively trained. The nodel of "historical precedents”
privileges already a sense of |inear continuity, while our culture
has to adjust to the radical rupture which the digital |ogic

i ntroduces to our traditional nedia culture.

To re-phrase Jussi Parikka's reading of nmy version of nedia

(eds), Variantology 4. On Deep Time Relations of Arts, Sciences and Technologies in the Arabic-Islamic World and
Beyond, Cologne (Walther Konig) 2010, 289-304 (289f)
6 See Jacques Derrida, Mal d'Archive, Paris 1995



ar chaeol ogy, nedia archaeology is counter-historical. It is not
necessarily about contextual information about past nedia, but
creating such situations where you get into direct contact with
nmedia in its radical operability and tenporality. Technologies in
this sense are tine-machi nes. Medi a-archaeol ogi cal research is
branded not by a historian's interpretative interest but by
sharing the techno-mathematical situation in its non-historical
presentness. This applies to archives and nachines as well: "Their
functioning operations are the nedia archaeol ogi cal nonment that is
at its core un-historical."”

Medi a archaeol ogy is an exact nethod, not about semantics and
sem otics but | eaning towards our techno-nathematical condition.
The only way to understand digital media, or technical nedia nore
generally, is to understand how it puts physics and mat hematics
into operation, makes formulas into commands, and how engi neering
creates so many functions that we ni stake as hunan.

"“Medi a archaeol ogy is processual, it focuses on the tine-critical
processes which engi neer our |ives" <Parikka ibid.> and thus can
dedi cate itself to opening up technologies in an artistic vein -

| even i f exanples of such nedia archaeol ogical arts are actually
| ess about artists working with historical material than about
har dwar e hacki ng, open software and circuit bendi ng. Media
archaeol ogy i s hence al so about m crotenporal processes. An
exanpl e on such nedia artistic practices is the Mcroresearch | ab
in Berlin.

Still we do not relegate nedia archaeol ogy to the sciences
faculties but want to keep it within humanities, because this
nethod is nost of all interested in the epistenol ogical conditions
in which the commands, executions and operations take place. This
poi nts towards the mcro-political contexts of nedia archaeol ogy
which is hidden in the physical and | ogical |ayers of nedia

machi nes and need to be articulated radically. Academ c nedia
archaeol ogy then has a special responsibility to open up systens
(bl ack boxes). In that sense, nedia archaeol ogy has sone
connection with platformand software studies® revealing the
doubl e-nature of such studi es between the cultural interface and
the conputational heart the beat of which is essentially
processual .

Machi nes are agents of cultural time. They record, process,
transmt "and do not always ask for perm ssion fromthe human

bei ng" <Pari kka ibid.> Medi a-archaeol ogi cal research is perfornmed
by artists, academics, and forenost: by nachi nes thensel ves.

7 Jussi Parikka, Cartographies of Media Archaeology, entry November 22, 2009 ("Professor Ernst's take on media

archaeology"), http://mediacartographies.blogspot.com

8 See Ian Bogost / Nick Montfort, Platform Studies. Frequently Questioned Answers, in the online journal: Digital
Arts and Culture, December 12-16, 2009



